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For Rachel, a very special daughter, who is
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One

“PAPER, SCISSORS, ROCK.” Julie held her hand out flat, palm up.

Bean shot out two small fingers in a V. “I win,” he said. “Scissors cut paper. Let’s do it again.” He shoved his pudgy fist behind his back.

“Okay.” Julie sighed and pushed her straggly brown hair over her ear. They sat on the floor of the bedroom she shared with her younger brother. “But this is the last time.” She really didn’t like the game. It was boring and she always felt funny about the idea of it, the idea of power, that scissors cut paper and a rock can crush scissors. She was probably theonly kid in the whole world who thought about dumb stuff like that. She placed her fist behind her back. “Ready?”

Bean smiled. His shiny black hair bounced up and down as he nodded. His eyes twinkled with anticipation. Dad had taught Julie and their older sister, Alexia, the game before Bean was even born. Now Julie was teaching Bean. He was only four, but he was real smart for his age. He learned the game in about two seconds. Bean had memorized their telephone number and address and he knew the whole alphabet and how to count to twenty.

It had been about twenty minutes since Dad left for his doctor’s appointment and Julie was babysitting. Real baby-sitting. Alexia was due home soon, but for now Julie was the one in charge.

“Paper, scissors, rock.” Julie made a V this time.

“I win.” Bean yelled as he held out a tight little fist. “Rock crushes scissors.” He giggled with excitement.

Bean was always happy. Must be because he never had homework. But Julie did. She had to get started before Mom and Dad got home. Two “poor work” papers again today! If she started her homework without being told, maybe they wouldn’t think so much about the two D papers that had to be signed. She didn’t want to upset Mom or Dad. Especially Dad. Julie didn’t want to do anything that might excite him. Back in September, Dad had had a heart attack. Before that, he was a firefighter. Now he stayed home and Mom worked as a secretary. Julie’s stomach began to knot up the way it did every time she thought about how her father’s heart had just stopped without any warning. He was better now and studying for a new job with computers, but Julie still worried.

“Okay, Bean, you find something to do. I have to get to work.” She stood up, groaning. Mean Mrs. Spattelli had given the blue reading group extra work just because no one knew the definition of folly. The other kids hadn’t gotten any reading homework. It wasn’t fair.

“Come on, Julie, one more time.”

Julie dragged her backpack over to the desk. It felt like it was filled with rocks instead of homework. “As long as you promise not to ask again.” She put her right hand behind her back.

“I promise.” Bean sat at her feet.

“Well, come on. Get up.” Julie tapped the fingersof her left hand, clicking her nails on the desktop. She had math homework, too. And she had missed lunch recess today, all because of Mrs. Spattelli.

Just because she hadn’t had time to finish her English assignment in class, “Mrs. Spit” made her do it during recess, and Julie had missed the marble tournament. She hadn’t even had a chance to win her best shooter back from Brian. Just thinking about Mrs. Spit made Julie feel like hitting something. Ten, twenty, thirty … She tried counting by tens to calm herself.

Bean stood up. His right hand was behind his back.

“Paper, scissors, rock.” Bean held out a flat hand. Paper.

Still thinking about sitting in that hot classroom when the other kids were outside, Julie curled her fingers into a tight fist. Rock. She pounded her fist down right on Bean’s outstretched hand, smacking it into the desk.

“Ouch! Julie! What did you do that for?” Tears welled up in Bean’s big brown eyes.

Julie didn’t know why she had done it. But she remembered Alexia used to do it to her all the time. “Don’t be such a baby.”

Bean sniffed. “Rock doesn’t even beat paper.” The tears rolled down his cheeks.

“Come on, Bean. I told you I have work to do. I played with you enough. Now you keep yourself busy. Go on over to your desk. You can pretend you’re at school. Real school.” Bean went to day care three days a week while Dad took his computer classes.

Julie watched her brother inch over to his side of the room. She used to share a room with Alexia, but now Alexia had moved into the small room that used to be Bean’s and Bean had moved in with Julie. Julie didn’t mind sharing with her brother. At least now she got to make the rules about the room and had the side with the windows. Dad was supposed to move the bookcases and Mom was going to put up a curtain to divide the room. They already had the fabric. Julie had picked it out. But that was before Dad’s heart attack. He couldn’t move heavy things now and Mom didn’t have time to sew.

“Julie.” Bean’s voice was whiny. It came from right behind her, on her side of the room.

“Beeean!”

He just stood there.

“Look, I’ll show you how to write Benjamin Dorinsky and you can practice.” Benjamin was Bean’s real name. When he was born, Julie couldn’t pronounce Benjamin. She called him Bean, and the name stuck. She had taught him how to write Benjamin weeks ago, and he did great. Now his daycare teacher wanted him to practice his full name.

Bean was still sniffling. He stuck out his lip. “I don’t want to.”

“Come on, Bean. I’m sorry I smacked your hand. You can use my colored pencils.”

“Really?”

Julie knew that was a mistake, but she didn’t care right then. She grabbed the pencils out of her desk drawer and tossed them on Bean’s desk. They were real artist’s pencils.

“Sure, you can draw a picture of our new room, the way it’s going to look when Mom and Dad fix it up.”

Bean’s lower lip was still sticking out. “Julie, you bashed my hand.” He rubbed his eyes with a tight little fist, leaving a dark smudge on his cheek.

“Look, Bean, I didn’t mean to. I said I’m sorry.”

Bean stared at her like he didn’t believe it. Then he walked back to his side of the room, settled intohis desk chair, and began removing the pencils from their box. One by one he named the colors, even chartreuse and burnt sienna, just as Julie had taught him.

Julie slumped back into her chair. She didn’t know why she had pounded Bean like that. Today had been her first chance to really baby-sit and she had practically blown it.

Julie looked at the “poor work” papers. The last time she had papers to be signed, Mom and Dad ended up having a fight about who was going to talk to Mrs. Spit. That had been just last week.

She put her head down on the desk. She could hear Bean scribbling hard with one of her pencils, wearing down the point. It was a rotten day. School stunk. Mrs. Spit stunk. And she, Julie Dorinsky, was a dumb kid who couldn’t do anything right.


Two

BRRRIIINNNG. JULIE JUMPED up from her desk, knocking her math and reading books on the floor. She had just gotten started on the first math problem, and there was the phone.

“The phone, Julie.”

“I know, Bean.” Julie stumbled over her backpack as she ran out of the room and downstairs. The kitchen phone was closer than the one in Mom and Dad’s room on the third floor.

The portable phone wasn’t there. Darn. It rang for the fourth time. Of course it was in Alexia’s room. Alexia was always on the phone and she never put itback. Half the time the battery needed recharging. Julie ran upstairs and flung open Alexia’s door. She nearly tripped over the tangle of her sister’s overalls and sneakers. Brrriiinnng. It was definitely in here somewhere. Not on the desk. Not on the floor. One more ring and Dad’s voice would come over the answering machine. “Hi! You have reached …” The next ring came from the bed, which was a mess of bedcovers, clothes, and books. Julie found a phone-shaped lump under the sheets. She grabbed for it and hit the on button just before the message began.

“Hello?”

“Hey, is Ali there?” The voice sounded distant, and there was music playing in the background.

“Who?” Julie asked before she realized they wanted Alexia. Ever since Alexia had started high school this year, she called herself Ali. Some of her new friends had started it. Figured it was
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